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The Huntsville Depot - A Place Worth Remembering
JACQUELYN PROCTER GRAY
For over 100 years, the Huntsville Depot was an important means
o f travel. A spectator might witness the gam ut of em otions of the
passengers. College kids left home, some for the first time, to con
tinue their education. Other travelers cam e home to welcome em 
braces from their families. Travel always has been, and always will
be, an adventure.
In the early days, it was the place where fam ilies said good-bye
to their sons and husbands who left to fight in the Civil War. Grand
send-offs were held at the depot where hand-sewn battle flags were
presented to departing soldiers by local girls. This scene was repeated
in every subsequent war. The names changed, but the faces looked
the same. The other difference was the enemy. Too many o f those
same soldiers returned on the railroad - in coffins.
For some people, the appeal o f the museum is the obvious - rail
road history. For others, the unique and quirky architecture calls them.
For most people, it is the personalities o f the past. As we Americans
search the roads our ancestors once traveled, it is common for N orth
ern visitors to com e to the place where their great-great grandfather
marched with General M itchel to capture Huntsville. Other visitors
look all around and rem em ber the tim e they left from the depot to
fight in the Vietnam War.
Tour guides at the Historic Huntsville Depot will point out that
there were many famous visitors through the doors o f the depot as
well. Confederate President Jefferson Davis was a frequent visitor to
Huntsville. O f course Huntsville-born Tallulah Bankhead, a famous
movie actress o f long ago, came through to visit her relatives. Presi
dent Teddy Roosevelt visited, as well as President William McKinley,
who was assassinated shortly after his stop here. President Franklin
D. Roosevelt remained on the train as it stopped in Huntsville in 1936.
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One o f the most colorful early visitors was a Kansas woman
nam ed Carrie Nation. Carrie preached against the evils o f alcohol,
sometimes while dramatically waving a hatchet in her hand. She came
to Huntsville in October 1902 to meet with ladies o f the W om en’s
Christian Temperance Union and harass the men at the local bars.
Everyone cam e to the depot to see Carrie, who was already quite
famous. The train platform was crowded with men, women, and chil
dren, but then Carrie turned on the crowd. She leaned into a carriage
and shouted at the woman inside, “You ought to go hom e and tear off
those plum es and gew gaw s and m ake corns on your knees p ray 
ing for your lost soul. You are lost, sister, lost! Pray to G od for
rep en tan ce!”
The most memorable time in the depot history would have been
the occupation by Union soldiers who kept the Confederate prison
ers-of-w ar on the third floor. One local legend says that a woman
visited every day with a basket o f food for the prisoners. U nder the
protective cloth covering the food was a set of clothing for a prisoner
to change into and walk out o f the depot to his freedom . A fter sev
eral days o f losing a prisoner a day, the w om an was barred from the
depot.
Visitors can’t help but imagine the soldiers o f both armies m arch
ing up and down the stairs. In another era, David Overton, accused
o f m urdering Judge Thomas Lawler of Huntsville, was physically
helped onto the train that would take him to the Birm ingham prison
w here he would await his execution for the crime. His dram atic es
cape from prison and death in a shootout wrote a different chapter.
No doubt his body was brought back to Huntsville by train for his
burial at M aple Hill Cemetery, within sight of Judge L aw ler’s grave.
Although the trains that pass by the depot today no longer stop
for passengers or freight, somehow it serves to help us rem em ber the
purpose for which it was built. School children often come to see
programs offered by depot staff on Civil War camp life, or attend
easy to understand lessons on railroad history. Occasionally a child
https://louis.uah.edu/huntsville-historical-review/vol30/iss2/6
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com ments that it w asn’t very wise o f us to build the depot so close to
the noisy train tracks! But someday they will understand.

The Historic Huntsville D epot is open Wednesdays through Sat
urdays, 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. For more information, call (256) 535-6525,
or EarlyWorks at (256) 564-8100.

Madison County Heritage Festival

The M adison County Heritage Festival will take place October
8-9, 2005, at the Hays Nature Preserve on the Flint River. Saturday
the 8lh will be a day o f fun and education for those who would like to
celebrate the Bicentennial by honoring the settlem ent of Madison
County. The event is sponsored by the City o f Huntsville, the Huntsville-M adison County Historical Society, the Flint River Conserva
tion Association, and the Bicentennial Planning Committee.
October 8 promises to be a clear and crisp day on the scenic Flint
River. The event will take place from 10 a.m. until 4 p.m. that day,
and will include storytellers, geneologists, music, dancing, exhibi
tors, and desired items such as books, souvenirs, and food for sale.
On O ctober 9th, there will be field trips to local historical sites:
Blouchards Ford M ill, cem eteries, the old Cobb Bridge, and some
historical homes will be featured on the field tours. Although there
is no cost for the Saturday event, there will be a cost o f $5 per person
for the Sunday tour, which will begin at 1 p.m. The tour includes
transportation and will last approxim ately 4 hours. There is a limit
o f 30 people on the tour on a first com e basis.
The Saturday event will be divided into three main areas: Exhib
its, Speakers, and Perform ing Arts. The day will be filled with a rich
com plim ent o f speakers, who will entertain as well as enthrall par
ticipants about the stories that make M adison County great.
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•

Dr. John Hall of the A labam a M useum o f Natural H istory will
speak about “A labam a History: A N aturalist’s Perspective.” Dr.
Hall will be bringing some of his friends who once frequented
M adison County, for hunting, gambling, and horse racing— A n
drew Jackson and David Crockett.

•

Dr. Doug Phillips of Discovering Alabama will celebrate his 20lh
anniversary of the show ’s beginnings on A labam a Public Televi
sion in a presentation entitled “A labam a’s Natural Wonders: Past,
Present and Future” . Doug is the lanky natural historian that has
shown us the incredible beauty o f A labam a from the coast to the
M ountains. Doug is also in the process o f doing the research for
a segment o f Discovering Alabama on the Flint River and his
crew will be filming this event as part of that film.

•

Linda W right Riley, Author o f Lost Writings o f Howard Weeden
as Flake White" will have a behind the scenes presentation on
finding the lost writings of M aria Howard Weeden, locally re
nown w riter and artist. Linda will take on the persona o f Howard
Weeden, and will do readings from Shadows on the Wall: The
Life and Works o f Howard Weeden.

•

Nancy Rohr will capture the spirit of a colorful local lady in the
Uncivil War in Madison County 1862-1865: The Lives and Times
o f Mary Jane Chadick. Indeed she will be the feisty Lady Chadick
herself. N ancy’s informative talk about the struggle between
N orth and South in M adison County will be followed by a play
entitled, “ The Surrender o f B ushw acker Johnston at Trough
Springs” written by David Milam. Confederate and U nion Sol
diers will represent both sides o f this historic event which took
place on May 11th at Trough Springs on the Big Cove Road, 4
miles from the city of Huntsville. Colonel Given o f the Ohio
102nd was a very gracious member of the Union Army, protecting
the rag tag rebels during their parole process, from certain ele
ments o f the blue coats who might have done it less peaceably.
B ut as the fates would have it, there was much trust and some
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merriment in the surrender, which took place with a little help
from apple brandy. The bands of the 102nd Ohio and the 18thM ichi
gan played “Hail Colum bia” and “The Star Spangled Banner.”

•

A play about the Trail of Tears, will be enacted by native A m eri
cans from the Cherokee and Chickasaw tribes, and several drum
sessions will take place, plus crafts inherited and passed down as
part of their culture will be demonstrated.

•

Black history and culture will be featured in exhibits by A&M
University and Oakwood University. Also, the little known former
tenant farm er com m unity o f Berkley will be honored in story
and exhibit.

•

Hands-on activities included for children and adults alike will be
19th century gam es and skills dem onstrated by Burritt M useum,
and Constitution Hall historians.

These are but a few of the events scheduled for October 8-9,
2005 for the M adison County Heritage Festival. Come witness his
torians strolling and divulging their stories in period costumes. For
more information, contact the Hays Nature Preserve at 427-5116. A
w ebsite is available w here you can fin d m ore in fo rm atio n at
www.hsvcity.com and look under “Tourist Info” for the Hays Nature
Preserve.
If you would like to be an exhibitor or vendor, there is a charge of
$15. Forms for vendors, genealogists, or exhibitors can be found on
the website above. Checks can be made payable to FRCA (the Flint
R iver C onservation A ssociation) and sent to FRC A , POB 275
Brownsboro Alabama, 35741. Please note on it that it is for the “H is
tory Fest.”
See you on October 8th and 9th!
Susan “Soos” Weber, City Ecologist
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